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VARIABLE COMPRESSION RATIO PISTON 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The invention relates to pistons used in internal com 
bustion engines and more particularly to pistons which 
provide for variable compression ratios in such engines. 

Internal combustion engines are known to achieve 
greater ef?ciency and performance with a high com 
pression ratio. High compression engines do have a 
disadvantage, however. When operated at open throttle 
the high pressure created within the combustion cham 
ber of the cylinder after ignition tends to cause a sec 
ondary post-ignition explosion. This condition is com 
monly known as “knock.” In engines having a ?xed 
compression ratio, knock is prevented at open throttle 
by retarding the spark or using a higher octane fuel, or 
by various other techniques. The use of higher octane 
fuel increases fuel costs and the other techniques de 
crease engine ef?ciency. 
Low compression engines suffer far less from knock 

at open throttle even when burning lower octane fuel, 
such as unleaded fuel. When throttled however, low 
compression engines are less ef?cient than high com 
pression engines and tend to achieve less complete com 
bustion of fuel thereby emitting more pollutants in the 
exhaust. 

It is therefore disirable to have an engine with a vari 
able compression ratio which is high when the engine is 
throttled and decreases as the throttle is opened. Such 
an engine would be able to achieve high ef?ciency 
when throttled while preventing knock when heavily 
loaded withoutthe need for using high octane fuel. 

Several prior art systems have sought to achieve a 
practical variable compression ratio engine. One such 
system using a variable ratio piston is shown in U.S. Pat. 
No. 2,323,742. That system employs a 2-piece piston 
having an intermediate coil spring. The top and bottom 
of the piston are held together by a central connecter 
which is attached by a slip ?t to the wrist pin holding 
the crank connecting rod. The top is secured by a 
threaded bolt. The numerous parts and the various slid 
able ?ttings shown in U.S. Pat. No. 2,323,742 are un 
suited to present day automobile engines. The piston 
head is so heavy that the pressure in the combustion 
chamber will not overcome the inertia generated, 
thereby cancelling the bene?ts of the design. Further 
more, the many parts make the piston unreliable in an 
engine running at thousands of r.p.m. where the parts 
are subjected to such stresses as to cause failure and 
separation. The loosening or failure of any part within 
such a piston would severely damage or destroy the 
engine. Similar complex pistons are shown in U.S. Pat. 
No. 2,376,214 and U.S. Pat. No. 3,311,096. 
Another method of adjusting the compression ratio of 

an engine is to provide auxiliary pistons or chambers 
which alter the size of the combustion chamber. Repre 
sentative examples of such systems are shown in U.S. 
Pat. Nos. 2,215,986 and 2,260,982. These systems are 
highly complex, requiring complete redesign of the 
engine block, and cannot be retro?tted into present 
automobile engines. 

OBJECTS AND SUMMARY OF THE 
INVENTION 

It is therefore an object of the invention to provide a 
piston which improves the performance of an internal 
combustion engine. 
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2 
It is another object to provide such a piston in which 

the compression ratio of the engine changes in response 
to pressure in the combustion chamber. 

It is still another object to provide such a piston in 
which the head portion adjacent the combustion cham 
ber includes a ?exible top wall. 

Accordingly, a piston is provided which is connect 
able to a crank for reciprocation in a cylinder of an 
internal combustion engine. The piston forms one wall 
of a combustion chamber in the cylinder. The piston 
includes a base portion with cylindrical side walls. 
Means are provided on the base portion for connecting 
the piston to a crank. A head portion is joined only to 
the side walls of the base portion. The head portion 
includes a ?exible top wall adjacent the combustion 
chamber of the engine. The ?exible top wall is resil 
iently yieldable in response to pressure within the com 
bustion chamber whereby the head portion ?exes 
downwardly to provide for variation of the compres 
sion ratio of the engine. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a cross sectional view through the cylinder 
of an internal combustion engine showing a piston ac 
cording to the present invention. 
FIG. 2 is a cross sectional view of the piston of FIG. 

1 when compressed under the in?uence of high pressure 
in the combustion chamber. 
FIG. 3 is a view as in FIG. 1 of another embodiment 

of the invention. 
FIG. 4 is a view as in FIG. 2 of the piston of FIG. 3. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

Referring to FIG. 1, a cylinder of an internal combus 
tion engine having a ?rst embodiment of a piston ac 
cording to the invention is shown. Cylinder walls 10 
extend downwardly opening into the crankcase in the 
usual manner. Intake and exhaust valves 12 and 14 pro 
vide suitable openings for the entrance of fuel and the 
exit of exhaust, as is well known in the art. Spark plug 
16 provides the ignition spark. Slidable within cylinder 
10 is a piston 20 formed of metal. The piston includes 
base portion having cylindrical side walls 24. A wrist 
pin 30 provides means on the base portion for connec 
tion of the piston to arm 31. Arm 31 is rotatably at 
tached to pin 30 and joins with a crankshaft in the 
crankcase in the usual manner. 
The piston includes a head portion 32 joined only to 

the side walls 24 of base 22. No internal fasteners or 
slidable ?ttings are used to join the head to the base. 

- Head 32 includes a flexible top wall 33 adjacent com 
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bustion chamber 34 of the engine cylinder. Flexible top 
wall 33 is resiliently yieldable in response to pressure 
within combustion chamber 34. To increase its yield 
ability, top wall 33 is corregated. Preferably, a plurality 
of substantially circular corregations are provided, giv 
ing a wavy appearance when viewed in cross section, as 
in FIG. 1. 
Head portion 32 also includes rounded shoulder por 

tions 35 which join top wall 33 to side walls 24. Both the 
shoulder portions and the top wall of the piston which 
together form the piston head are formed of thinner 
metal than side walls 24 of the base. The thinner metal 
imparts ?exibility to the piston head whereas the thicker 
base walls 24 are rigid. Forming shoulders 35 of the 
thinner metal provides for increased downward move 
ment of the ?exible top wall. 
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The walls of piston 20 are equipped with circumfer 
ential grooves 42, 44 and 46 which provide seats for 
piston rings 48. Rings 48 space the piston from cylinder 
10 and prevent blow-by of gases in the usual manner. 
The engine crankcase and the portion of cylinder 10 
below the piston are ?lled with'lubricating oil. 

Operation of the piston is best illustrated in conjunc 
tion with both FIGS. 1 and 2. In a typical 4'-cycle en 
gine the piston reciprocates in cylinder 10 passing 
through the various cycles. When the piston is at the 
bottom of a stroke it maintains a shape as shown in FIG. 
1. During the compression stroke the piston moves 
upward in the cylinder, compressing the air-fuel mix 
ture therein in preparation for ignition. Under throttled 
conditions the piston will move to the top with little or 
no distortion, as shown in FIG. 1. Usually somewhat 
prior to reaching top-dead-center the fuel will be ig 
nited by spark plug 16. The expansionof gases will 
drive the piston down the cylinder to provide the 
power stroke. The piston then passes through the ex 
haust cycle, expelling the exhaust gases. 
During the exhaust cycle the exhaust valve is open 

and the piston repeats its reciprocation. Because no 
gases are being compressed the piston retains its shape 
as shown in FIG. 1 during the exhaust cycle. It there 
fore produces maximum evacuation of the cylinder. 
The result is that there is less clearance gas left in the 
cylinder after exhaust than in a conventional low-com 
pression engine. This reduces dilution of the next fuel 
charge by the clearance gas. The result is a better fuel 
air mixture, especially at idle speeds. Improved clear 
ance gas expulsion also allows for lower idle speeds, 
permitting full savings. ‘ 

Referring to FIG. 2, piston 20 is shown under open 
throttle conditions. During the compression stroke the 
gases in the cylinder are compressed and ignited. The 
larger fuel charge causes far higher pressures within the 
combustion chamber. In a high-compression ?xed-ratio 
engine the high pressure would cause a second explo 
sion, or “knock” if low octane fuel is used. To prevent 
such knock and the accompanying loss of power and 
engine wear, piston 20 provides for an increase in the 
size of combustion chamber 34 when subjected to high 
pressure. FIG. 2 illustrates the change which takes 
place. The central part of top wall 33 is forced down 
wardly and the rounded shoulders 35 also yield, make 
piston 20 smaller. This limits the pressure during com 
bustion to levels such as those found in low-‘compres 
sion engines, thereby reducing the likelihood of knock 
even with low octane fuel. 

, It should be understood that the top wall and shoul 
ders of head portion 32 are designed to yield only under 
high pressures. Therefore, the thinner metal used to 
make the head should not impart excessive ?exibility. 
Otherwise, the head will tend to yield even when the 
engine is throttled, and the high compression operation 

I sought will be compromised. 
The ?exible top 33 of the piston and the shoulders 35 

are subjected to ?exing, heat, and chemical attack and 
must necessarily be formed of a material which will 
provide long life. Metals which include beryllium cop 
per or titanium are particularly adapted to such a severe 
environment. It is therefore recommended that head 
portion 32 of the piston be formed of a metal containing 
beryllium copper of titanium. 
The variations in compression ratio achieved using 

the piston of the present invention depends on the cylin 
der con?guration, the thickness of the head portion and 
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4 
the material used in the piston. It is intended that the» 
piston provide a compression ratio of approximately 
15:1 to 20:1 when undistorted. Under open throttle 
conditions and maximum distortion, the compression 
ratio drops to approximately 8:1. The lower compres 
sion ratio therefore substantially conforms to that of the 
majority of cars manufactured since 1975. Such cars are 
particularly designed to run on lower octane unleaded 
fuel. ' 

Another embodiment of the invention is shown in 
FIG. 3. In this embodiment cylinder 50, valves 52 and 
54 and spark plug 56 are substantially the ‘same as in the 
?rst embodiment. Piston 60 includes a base portion 
having cylindrical side walls 64, which are substantially 
the same as in the ?rst embodiment. The base includes 
means for connection to a crank using wrist pin 69 in the 
manner described above. 
Head portion 70, which faces combustion chamber 

'72, is joined only to the side walls 64 of base 62. The 
head portion includes a flexible top wall 73 adjacent the 
combustion chamber, as in the first embodiment. As 
before, top wall 73 is formed of metal which is thinner 
than side walls 64. The top wall is corrugated in the 
same manner as top wall 33 in the ?rst embodiment. In 
addition, head portion 70 includes resiliently yieldable 
side portions between side walls 64 and ‘top wall 73. In 
the embodiment of FIG. 3, such resiliently yieldable 
side portions include a plurality of Belleville springs 78 
joined in stacked relation. The Belleville springs pro 
vide for increased downward movement of the top wall 
under high pressure. ' 
As in the ?rst embodiment, head portion 70 is prefera 

bly formed of a metal containing beryllium copper or 
titanium. In addition, the embodiment of FIG. 3 in 
cludes circumferential grooves 80, 82 and 84 to accom 
modate piston rings 86. 

Operation of the embodiment of FIG. 3 is essentially 
the same as for the ?rst embodiment. During throttled 
operation, Belleville springs 78 remain‘ extended as 
shown in FIG. 3 to provide high compression operation 
and thus improved operating efficiency. Under open 
throttle conditions, high pressures within compression 
chamber 72 cause the Belleville springs to yield, com 
pressing top 70 downwardly as well as causing top wall 
73 to yield, thereby reducing the compression ratio of 
the engine. 
The invention provides for improved ef?ciency 

which is known to occur in variable compression ratio 
engines. Extended modi?cations to the engine, such as 
the provision of additional compression‘ chambers or 
the like, are not required. The pistons of the invention 
have none of the complex internal structure associated 
with prior art compressible pistons. There are no inter 
nal bolts, studs, or valves which render such prior art 
pistons extremely unreliable in the high heat and vibra 
tion environment of an internal combustion engine. 
Pistons of the present invention canbe installed in many 
present-day engines without modi?cation and can thus 
provide improved efficiency with a minimum of ex 
pense. ' 

Alternative embodiments are possible within the 
scope of the invention. One such alternative would be 
to eliminate either the rounded shoulders or Belleville 
springs and make only the top wall of the head resil 
iently yieldable. The corrugated top portion could vary 
in thickness over its width to provide improved yield 
ability. Metals other than those containing beryllium 
copper or titanium could be used. It should also be 
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noted that pistons according to the invention can be 
applied to either 2 or 4-cycle engines. 
A piston has been provided which improves the per 

formance of an internal combustion engine. The piston 
provides for a change in the compression ratio of the 
engine in response to pressure within the combustion 
chamber. This is accomplished by using a head portion 
of the piston which includes a ?exible top wall. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A piston connectable to a crank for reciprocation 

in the cylinder of an internal combustion engine and 
forming one wall of a combustion chamber in the cylin 
der, said piston comprising: a base portion having cylin 
drical side walls and including means for connection 
with the crank, and a head portion joined only to said 
side walls of said base portion, said head portion includ 
ing a ?exible top wall adjacent the combustion chamber 
which is resiliently yieldable in response to pressure 
within the combustion chamber whereby said head 
portion ?exes downwardly to provide for variation of 20 
the compression ratio of the engine. 

2. A piston as in claim 1 in which said ?exible top wall 
is corregated. 

3. A piston as in claim 1 in which said piston is formed 
of metal and said head portion is formed of thinner 
metal than said side walls of said base portion, and said 
head portion includes rounded shoulder portions 
formed of said thinner metal joining said ?exible top 
wall to said side wall, said rounded shoulder portions 
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6 
providing for increased downward movement of said 
?exible top wall. 

4. A piston as in claim 3 in which said ?exible top wall 
includes a plurality of substantially circular corruga 
tions to increase the yieldability of said ?exible top wall. 

5. A piston as in claim 4 in which said head portion of 
said piston is formed of a metal containing beryllium 
copper. 

6. A piston as in claim 4 in which said head portion of 
said piston is formed of a metal containing titanium. 

7. A piston as in claim 1 in which said head portion 
further includes resiliently yieldable side portions be 
tween said side walls of said base portion and said ?exi 
ble top wall thereby providing for increased downward 
movement of said fexible top wall. 

8. A piston as in claim 7 in which said resiliently 
yieldable side portions include a plurality of Belleville 
springs joined in stacked relation. 

9. A piston as in claim 7 in which said ?exible top wall 
includes a plurality of substantially circular corruga 
tions to increase the yieldability of said ?exible top wall. 

10. A piston as in claim 9 in which said ?exible top 
wall of said head portion is formed of a metal containing 
beryllium copper. 

11. A piston as in claim 9 in which said ?exible top 
wall of said head portion is formed of a metal containing 
titanium. - 


